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Taft identifies th is as a problem in 
Marx's work, Toni Stephens sees 
fem inism  as having no necessary class 
basis and as a mass dem ocratic 
struggle, Ju lius Roe sees Marxism as 
unconcerned w ith sexism, and the 
struggle fo r socialism  so far as having 
done little  to liberate women. Further, 
the most recent pub lication from  the 
Intervention group, In terventions after 
‘Ma r x ,  c o n s is te n t ly  a rg u e s  th a t 
Marxism is o f little  or no value to 
fem inists.
Marx had in fact little  to  say about 
sexual d iv is ion, though he is very 
scathing of the conservative uses of 
the cry "Defend the Fam ily" both in the 
C om m unist M anifesto  and b rie fly  in 
the Eighteenth Brumaire. Yet I would 
challenge the view that we can learn 
little  from  Marx of relevance to the 
struggle against sexist ideology and 
practice today. And tha t is because 
those ideologies and practices occur, 
fo r us, w ith in  a class society. D ifferent
s o c ia l c la s s e s  p ra c t is e  s e x ism  
d iffe ren tly , fo r d ifferent reasons, and 
w ith d iffe ren t effects. The fact that 
there are certain com m on elements 
between classes does not negate th is 
point. As long as we have a com plex 
class society, any movement around 
fem in is t issues is bound to be sp lit by 
con flic ting  class perspectives and 
demands, o r else represent the ; 
interests of one class only. How can it 
possib ly be otherwise? Going back to 
the Eighteenth Brum aire  w ith its 
concern w ith class form ation and class 
alliances in da ily  po litica l struggle, its 
im p lica tions fo r an understanding of 
m odern fem inism  are: here we have a 
movem ent which makes possible to a 
lim ited degree a class alliance around 
specific  issues but which is also 
always subject to the possib ility  e ither 
of fracturing , o r of the hegemony of 
one class over another. None of th is  is 
to deny the sign ificance of the issues 
w ith  w hich Feminism deals, but to
reassert the relevance of the M arxist 
t r a d it io n ,  b o th  p o l i t ic a l ly  and  
theoretica lly, to those issues. But I 
can 't go into th is fu rthe r here.
I w ould like to conclude by re turn ing to  the im plications of Marx's own h istorica l w ritings fo rdeve lop ing  our own h istorica l in terpreta tions today. 
I've suggested that the main positive 
insp ira tion we can get from  the 
Eighteenth Brum aire  is that it indicates 
the cen tra lity  of the notion o f class 
re lationships fo r understanding the 
re la t io n s h ip s  b e tw e e n  p o l i t ic a l  
struggle, social and cu ltu ra l patterns, 
a n d  e c o n o m ic  s t r u c tu r e s  and  
cond itions. We need to  apply th is  kind 
of approach, in very general terms, to 
our own past — from the processes of 
destruction of A borig ina l life and 
dispossession, to the emergence of a 
parliam entary democracy, to  the vast 
effects o f the massive im porta tion  of 
b o th  c a p i t a l  a n d  la b o u r  v ia
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In Austra lia  black and w hite societies have existed side by side, and together, in term ingled, fo r nearly 
200 years. The dom inant society has 
been basically and characteristically 
capita list, established in the firs t place 
by acts of state po licy  o f the w orld 's 
o ldest and most techn ica lly  developed 
cap ita lis t coun try  just as it was 
beginning to go in to its heroic period 
o f developm ent and industria lisation. 
The fo rg ing  of the Australian colonies 
of Great B rita in ran parallel to  the 
industria l revolution, and the colonies 
prom oted the grow th o f imperial 
Brita in. Austra lian society and the 
emerging and evolving Australian 
nation can on ly  be understood as a 
part of greater Britain, o r Britain 
overseas. The am biguous relationship 
o f dependence and independence that 
s till shapes so much in Australian life
goes back to these orig ins.
Because mainstream Australian 
society was a transplanted society of a 
fa irly  unusual sort, it exhibited certain 
sp e c ia l c h a ra c te r is t ic s : a sm a ll 
p o p u la t io n  th in ly  sp read  m a in ly  
around the coastal fringe of a very 
large land mass; an econom y that 
developed, apart from the chance 
existence o f large, accessible gold 
deposits p rinc ipa lly  as a supplier of 
raw materials fo r the m etropolitan 
industries and markets; a truncated, 
incom plete  society, very much a 
d is to rted  reflection of some aspects of 
B ritish  society; a new society in which 
v irtua lly  everything had to be started 
from  scratch, in which there was a 
p re m iu m  on im p ro v is a tio n ; and 
because of the circum stances, a 
socie ty in w hich certain bits o f the 
B ritish  model took root more s trong ly
than others.
Being part of greater Brita in, in the 
Austra lian colonies th ings developed 
firs t as an extension of th ings British. 
B rita in inspired and shaped the social 
classes, the po litica l m odels and the 
social and cu ltura l patterns. But 
inevitably differences occurred and led 
to  a grow ing con flic t of interests. As 
national and anti-im peria l sentim ent 
' grew, the economy, population and 
evolving social and cu ltu ra l patterns 
began to produce more clearly defined 
classes on a national basis. A fa irly  
d is tinctive  labor movement took shape 
in the context of the em ergence of a 
national Australian sentim ent, a labor 
movem ent that was both p roduct and 
producer of th is national ethos. A 
po litica l cu lture  that valued h igh ly 
c o m m o n  s e n s e , p r a g m a t is m ,  
adaptab ility  and the h ip-pocket nerve
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im m igration, to  the fortunes of Labor 
governments, the h is to ry of the trade 
union movement, and the po litica l 
struggles surrounding  the changes in 
the ordering of sexual d ifference and 
division.
There is already a body of work 
a ttem pting th is approach in Australian 
history. For example, Connell and 
Irving's Class S tructure in Austra lian  
H istory  is a notable attem pt to in terpret 
the relevance of class form ation and 
relationships fo r general develop­
ments w ith in  Austra lian history. They 
are particu la rly  concerned to develop 
an understanding of class re la tion­
ships w hich includes the w orkplace 
confron ta tion  between capital and 
labour but also goes well beyond that, 
in to the po litica l, social and cu ltu ra l 
levels. And I cou ld  m ention others, 
e s p e c ia lly  th e  w o rk  u n d e rta ke n  
through the journa l Labour H istory.
Nevertheless, those attem pting this 
kind of analysis are in a small m inority
in Australian h istorica l work. And I'm 
not ta lking here jus t about academic 
h istories, but also popular historical 
works, in prin t, and on film  and 
television. There has been an upsurge 
in recent years o f interest in Australian 
history, and the audience continues to 
g row  fo r these popular h istorica l 
re p re s e n ta tio n s , in b o oks , f ilm , 
television, and other form s such as 
h is to r ic  re c o n s t ru c te d  v illa g e s , 
museums, h is to ric  homes and the like. 
This can be interpreted partly as an 
element in a renewed nationalism , an 
attem pt to  define Australian society as 
unique, as special. But it is also 
som ething, I th ink, much health ier 
than that, an attem pt to come to grips 
w ith just what kind of society we live in, 
where we've com e from , and where 
w e're going. But most of these 
h istorica l works and representations 
avoid the insights Marx suggested a 
hundred and th ir ty  years ago. This is 
not surpris ing, fo r Marx's h istory had
v e ry  c le a r  p o l i t ic a l  p u rp o s e s , 
unacceptable to the m ajority  of the 
producers and audiences of Australian 
h isto rica l representations today.
The p roduction  of in terpretations 
and representations of the past is very 
much a po litica l background, like any 
other. A ll po litica l forces, one way or 
another, produce and rely on the irow n  
versions of h istory. In th is process, 
those who remain unrepentently 
c ritica l o f capita lism , and seek the 
a c h ie v e m e n t o f som e k in d  o f 
socialism , cannot ignore the insights 
of Marx. We may not find them 
su ffic ie n t fo r our present purposes, but 
we most certa in ly  must find  them 
necessary.
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elections. In 1896 and 1900 the 
c h a r is m a t ic  b u t u n s u c c e s s fu l 
D e m o c ra t ic  c a n d id a te , W ill ia m  
Jennings Bryan, ran fo r US presidency 
on what was essentia lly a populist 
program. Perhaps the differences are 
more im portant than the sim ilarities, 
b u t th e  p a ra lle ls  b e tw e e n  th e  
emergence o f US populism  and 
Australian labor are very strik ing, 
inc lud ing  time, econom ic factors, 
social developm ent and ideas. Among 
the  o b v io u s  d iffe re n c e s  is the  
proportiona l w eight of the farm sector 
and the labor sector. In what was a 
much less geographica lly favored 
country and a much less developed 
social and econom ic m ilieu — very 
much still part o f greater B rita in — the 
developing Austra lian trade union 
movement had much more s ign ifican­
ce than its Am erican counterpart.
The Australian labour movement took 
shape in the context of the emergence 
of a nationalist and antiim perialist 
sentiment and within a British colonial 
milieu. Far left: The first display of 
Eight hour banner, Melbourne, 16 April 
1856. Left: S eam an ’s s trike , 
Melbourne, 1918, demanding a 50%  
increase in wages.
All th is needs to be approached 
ra th e r  c a u t io u s ly  b u t p e rh a p s  
labourism  can be usefu lly considered 
as a form  of populism . This may be a 
fru itfu l approach help ing to focus on 
c e r ta in  f ix e d  p o in ts  a n d  th e  
in te rre la tionsh ip  of populist and class 
propositions, people and class.
The concept of populism  has been adopted and applied by a num ber of po litica l and social theorists to  analyse various th ird  world social and 
po litica l phenomena, especially in 
Latin Am erica and Africa. In some 
d iscussions the three most general 
p o p u lis t p ro p o s it io n s  are s o c ia l 
justice, dem ocracy and nationalism . I 
would, in some cases, certa in ly  in 
Australia, add liberalism , freedom, 
justice, etc. Obviously the order of 
im portance and the balance of these
evolved. A ttachm ent to  the po litica l 
practice of parliam entary governm ent 
was the main organis ing princ ip le  of 
this British co lon ia l m ilieu.
This labor movement took about half 
a century from , say, 1890 to 1945 to 
evolve and fo r its main characteristics 
to  emerge fu lly . Of course its evolution 
has continued to  th is day. As society 
has changed the labor movement has 
reflected the changes.
One or tw o h istorians, looking fo r a 
useful concept to analyse some of the 
patterns of Austra lian history, have 
seized on a phenom enon that was firs t 
recognised in the USA of the 1890s — 
th e  p h e n o m e n o n  o f p o p u lis m . 
Growing out of the farm ing d iscontent 
and the labor unrest o f the late 1880s 
and early 1890s, Am erican populism  
produced the People's Party which ran 
presidential candidates in the 1892
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propositions is going to d iffe r from  
tim e to time, from  occasion to 
occasion, and from  place to place. In 
Austra lia  popu lis t anti-co lon ia l and 
national p ropositions have been very 
im portant. D em ocratic propositions 
were one part of the British model that 
took roo t more firm ly  and more qu ick ly  
in the new Britannia than in the more 
c o m p le x , m ore  c la s s -r id d e n  o ld  
B r i ta n n ia .  A n d  th e  e m e rg in g  
Austra lian ambience took propositions 
about social justice  more or less fo r 
granted. By 1913 Australian standards 
of social welfare and econom ic 
well being had made an im pact on 
w orld op in ion.
A n o th e r fe a tu re  o f A u s tra lia 's  
heritage as a co lon ia l society has been 
the relative s ign ificance of popular 
cu ltu re  in the em erging national 
cu lture. W hat cu ltu re  there was tended 
to be popu la rly  inspired, and a national 
cu ltu re  came from  below, rather than 
from  the top  down. A characteristica lly 
Austra lian po litica l culture, no less 
than a lite rary and artistic one, 
developed from  below also. A lthough it 
has probably never been true that 
Austra lia  lacked an indigenous high 
cu lture , it nevertheless remains a fact 
that most h igh cu ltu re  has been 
im ported. Even now exotic ideas 
dom inate m ost serious and system atic 
Austra lian literary, ph ilosophical and 
po litica l d iscussion. Perhaps there is 
no better exam ple o f th is state of affairs 
than the case of modern marxism itself.
Just w hy libera lism  has been so 
p e r s is te n t  in  E n g lis h - s p e a k in g  
d iscourse is by no mean clear. A fter all 
if we fo llow  the log ic of a determ in istic 
marxism, then an English marxism 
should have emerged very early to 
challenge B ritish capitalism . In fact, 
among the early B ritish radical 
pub lic is ts  o f po litica l and social reform 
were several who, independently of 
Marx but fo llow ing  Ricardo, the radical 
side o f the English Enlightenm ent, and 
the realities of the time, antic ipated 
M a r x 's  id e a s  o f c la s s , c la s s  
antagonism s and class struggle and 
M arx's econom ic theories. And Marx 
h im self drew on the ir theoretica l 
d is c o v e r ie s . B u t none  o f these  
th inkers and public ists was capable of 
the system atic synthesis in which Marx 
excelled.
One p o s s ib le  ca u se  o f th e  persistence of the English liberal and radical heritage is the relative 
insu larity  o f the English-speaking 
w orld; the effects o f the long boom 
from  1850 to 1880 and the world 
e c o n o m ic  d o m in a tio n  o f B r itis h  
im peria lism  are probably another, and 
a th ird, qu ite  as im portant, may be the 
in trins ic  w orth  of the liberal trad ition  
itself w ith all tha t it contains. In any 
case the Austra lian colonies as much
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as the USA, if not more so, became 
attached to a libera l-dem ocratic model 
and liberal discourse. Apart from  the 
b ib lica l authors, perhaps Adam Smith, 
Carlyle, J.S. M ill, Ruskin and Darwin 
were the most im portant influences in 
shaping 19th century Austra lian 
praxis. Towards the end of the century 
Marx began to make an impact. But as 
fa r as we know, among the enlightened 
educated, liberalism  still held sway. It 
was among the grow ing class of 
la r g e ly  p h i l o s o p h i c a l l y  a n d  
e c o n o m ic a lly  s e lf-e d u c a te d  tra d e  
unionists that some, at first, very 
s im p lified  versions o f M arx's ideas 
began to make headway.
English liberalism , em piric ism  and 
until very recently logical analysis have 
generally resisted marxism. However 
th e re  has been a n o th e r B r it is h  
t r a d it io n  s te m m in g  fro m  e a r ly  
radicalism  and other — Owenite, 
chartis t and trade union — influences. 
This was largely a self-educated 
trad ition . For the sort of reasons that 
I've  to u c h e d  on, a u to d id a c tis m  
flourished in Australia, making it that 
much easier fo r the labor movem ent to 
break through so relatively easily in the 
20 years from 1890 to 1910. Again 
carry ing on an illustrious British 
t r a d i t io n ,  th e  s k i l le d  p r in t in g  
t ra d e s m a n  — th e  c o m p o s i to r  
particu la rly  — was the archetype of 
th is  breakthrough. Some of the names 
read like part of a list fo r a hall o f fame 
o f th e  e a r ly  la b o r  m o v e m e n t: 
O 'S u lliv a n , H in c h c lif fe , H o lla n d , 
Watson, Ross. Not all o f them by any 
means turned to Marx but at least two 
were to be found among the handfu l of 
early im portant Australian marxists. To 
them could be added the odd mason, 
operative painter, shearer, miner, 
seaman.
The strength of the autod idact 
trad ition  has been to keep theory and 
ideas close to everyday life  and the 
p r a c t i c a l  t a s k s  o f  b u i ld i n g  
organisation,propaganda of action as 
G ordon C hilde called it. It has 
trium phed in Austra lia  in trade- 
unionism , electoral po litics and the 
fo rm ing o f parliam entary govern­
ments. Its m ajor weakness has been an 
inab ility  to provide a su ffic ien tly  
constructive alternative to sim ple 
material values and attitudes and 
econom istic policies. Of recent years
these tendencies of the self-educated 
have sometimes been backed up or 
replaced by what often seems like old 
w ine in new bottles.
T he Marxist theories tha t were eventually taken up in explanation of the privilege, inequality  and poverty existing in Austra lian life were 
the more accessible ones in some of 
Marx's sim pler works and to some 
e x te n t in the  o r th o d o x  m a rx is t 
manifestoes and theories of the 
Second International. These made a 
p re tty  h e a v ily  d e te rm in is t ic  and 
econom istic marxism. The most 
im portant of Marx's ideas tha t began to 
c ircu la te  were those to do w ith 
econom ics, ideas that helped to 
explain the inequities o f wage labour; 
the labour theory of value and the idea 
of surp lus value as the source of profit, 
e x p la in in g  c a p ita l is t  e c o n o m ic  
exp lo itation. Then there were all the 
ideas and concepts associated w ith the 
m ateria list conception of h is to ry — the 
existence of a class-divided society 
based on a certain mode of production, 
class interests and antagonism s as the 
basis of class struggle, all h is to ry as a 
h istory o f class struggles, etc — these 
were powerful organis ing princip les of 
the figh t to change the social and 
po litica l order.
Then, next in im portance were more- 
or-less marxist theories of po litica l and 
econom ic organisation. A consider­
a b le  d e b a te  on th e  p r in c ip le s  
embodied in the IWW (Industria l 
W orkers of the W orld) pream ble lasted 
fo r about 20 years. One im portant 
aspect of this was the debate about the 
role of the m arxist revolutionary 
socia list party as opposed to the 
revolutionary union. And interwoven 
into th is whole discourse was the 
debate about the value of reforms, or 
palliatives, as they were often known, 
and the ir relevance or irrelevance to 
revolutionary struggle. A fte r the very 
traum atic 1917 suppression of the 
IWW, the problem of the state became 
an acute issue and th is debate received 
a strong shot in the arm from  Lenin's 
The State and R evolution  and the flood 
of far-ranging theses o f the firs t two 
C om intern congresses, w hich the 
re latively unsophisticated Australian 
labor movement found somewhat 
indigestible.
As it is an immense fie ld  I don 't 
intend to deal in any detail w ith the 
Com m unist International and the 
various schools of though t — Leninist, 
T rotskyist, Stalinist, Maoist, T ito ist, etc
— that took Com intern doctrines as 
the ir starting point. I suppose the 
principal additiona l developm ent of 
this period was the e laboration of the 
rather sketchy ideas on the nature of 
th e  C o m m u n is t p a r ty  and  th e  
transition to socialism  left by Marx and
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Engels. How much of th is theory and 
practice Marx w ould have endorsed is 
of course the subject of much debate. 
But the im portan t po in t fo r th is paper is 
that there was really very little  that 
changed, and noth ing much happened 
to alter the basic nature o f the 
discourse. Wage Labour and Capita l 
and Value, Price and P ro fit were just as 
popular in the 1950s as they had been 
in the 1910s.
What I've been attem pting to get at here can be made clearer by re fe re n c e  to  tw o  c la s s ic  
fo rm ula tions w hich w ould seem to 
many people to owe a great deal to  
Marx: the opening words of the IWW 
preamble, "The W orking Class and the 
em ploying class have noth ing in 
com m on" and the most fam ous slogan 
of the C om in tern 's  so-called Third 
Period, 1928-1934, "C lass against 
C lass". These w ords express perhaps 
what is most typ ica l of the influence 
Marx has seemed to have had on the 
Australian labor movement. They are 
figh ting  words and in tru th  they state 
part o f the necessary consciousness 
fo r a socia list transform ation. But are 
they enough? Or, are they part o f the 
problem?
It seems to me that an effective 
contem porary marxism has to relate 
more to the popu lis t character of the 
labor movement. O f course, marxists 
certa in ly  must advance socia list 
p ro p o s it io n s  w ith in  the  p o p u lis t 
fram ework. In particu lar, they need to 
m uch  m ore  fu l ly  e s ta b lis h  the  
leg itim acy and relevance of these 
propositions in terms of the debate that 
has run on now fo r nearly a hundred 
years. Much h istorica l e lucidation is 
still needed, particu la rly  o f the debate 
about socialism  in the Labor Party. 
More effective analysis is required in 
order to  update and elaborate the 
socia list p ropositions themselves.
But as im portant, and in a sense 
m o re  im p o r t a n t ,  a re  m a r x is t  
in terventions in to  the other strands of 
populist discourse. The extent of 
Marx's in fluence in the Australian 
labor movement has been lim ited 
partly by a narrowness w ith which 
many, if not most, Austra lian marxists 
have viewed the range of issues that 
demand the ir a ttention. They should 
be speaking to  many more, to  those 
who are as yet deaf, or at least not 
lis tening in ten tly , to  a class discourse, 
but whose ears are more open to other 
calls and who may be more easily 
swayed by appeals to national, liberal 
and dem ocratic sentiment, or to the 
assertion of a w hole range o f individual 
and group  interests and rights, and to 
the call fo r a free and jus t society 
generally.
And what hope is there fo r such a 
developm ent? W hat of the recent past 
and future?
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In the last ten years or fifteen years in the English speaking world there has been a m ajor upsurge in marxism. In 
fact one cou ld  alm ost say that marxism 
has been made over and we no longer 
have the sim ple marxism of the 1940s 
and 1950s. In some ways we have more 
than one marxism, and th is is a 
p r o b le m .  W e h a v e  d iv e r s i t y ,  
com plexity  and a cripp ling  disunity. 
And one pressing task is to find a way 
round th is disunity.
The grow ing influence of Trotskyism  
p o l i t ic a l ly  and  th e  in te l le c tu a l 
im portance of university marxism are, 
it seems to me, the principal recent 
developm ents of which we have to  take 
no te . Its  d i f f ic u l t  to  m ake an 
assessment of the consequences. 
O bviously one consequence is that 
marxists much more attend to the 
w hole o f Marx and his successors' 
ideas and practice, but its d ifficu lt to 
identify  any positive im pact on the
broken down. And w hile th is  has many 
undesirable side-effects, it's  a reality 
that con fron ts  the socia list pro ject in 
the 1980s. "D oing your own th ing " has 
become the verbal expression of a 
w idespread a ttitude to life.
It should not be beyond the w it o f 
m arxists to grapple w ith th is  s ituation; 
after all it was one of Marx's prim ary 
concerns, perhaps expressed most 
p ro found ly  in the Econom ic and  
P hilosophic M anuscripts o f 1844 and 
re-stated in a d ifferent context and 
language in the C om m unist M anifesto  
fou r years later. At the moment in 
Austra lia  we are faced w ith what is a 
transparently populist call fo r national 
reconcilia tion ; how should marxists 
intervene? Perhaps Marx and Engels 
gave us a clue at the end of Section II of 
the C om m unist Manifesto, the part 
called "Pro letarians and C om m ­
unists". They said, (paraphrased a 
little ), that w ith a com m unist revolution
it  seems to me that an effective contemporary marxism has to relate 
more to the populist character o f the labor movement. Of course, 
marxists certainly must advance socialist propositions within the 
populist framework...the extent o f Marx's Influence in the Australian 
labor movement has often been limited partly by a narrowness with 
which many, if  not most, Australian marxists have viewed the range of 
issues that demand their attention.
labor movement. These developm ents 
m ay even have had s h o rt- te rm  
harm ful effects. However, all th is is 
part o f today's reality, and any 
problems have, somehow, to be 
overcome.
Where to begin to establish a 
national m arxist discourse? The place 
may be w ith the grow ing num ber of 
te rtia ry-tra ined offic ia ls, researchers, 
advisers and staff of some trade unions 
and the parliam entary labor parties 
and the rank-and-file  activists of the 
movement. Despite the dangers of 
social and inte llectual e litism  and 
o liga rch ic  and bureaucratic groups 
form ing, a way may be found to 
m obilise th is m ilieu into the task of 
d e v e lo p in g  and d is s e m in a tin g  a 
modern, non-doctrina ire  indigenous 
marxism.
One final though t about the p ro s p e c ts  o f m a rx ism  and socialism . In th is paper I've laid 
some stress on the popu lis t liberal and 
dem ocratic p ropositions and the ir 
im portance in the Australian context. 
It's a grow ing personal belief that in the 
process o f a serious re-exam ination of 
socia list ph ilosophy, which I th ink  is 
needed, we have to  lay more stress on 
th e  in d iv id u a l p e rs o n  and  th e  
com plexities of the tensions between 
the individual and the group. In many 
ways, the old belief in collectiv ism  has
class d is tinctions w ould disappearand 
all w ould be reconciled; all production 
w o u ld  be c o n c e n tra te d  in an 
association of the w hole nation; the 
state w ould w ither away; the existing 
cap ita lis t society would be dissolved 
and in its place there w ould be an 
associated society in which the free 
developm ent of the individual person 
w ould be the cond ition  of the free 
developm ent of society as a whole. 
That was Marx's vision, and w hile it 
may sound utopian and naive today, it 
is s till an im portant part o f Marx's 
legacy.
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